F or Background Only 

One of the lesser phenomena of Government is 
the ease and alacrity with which, ordinarily forth- 
right and candid devotees of freedom of speech 
and press turn furtive and elusive in their public 
utterances the minute they take up responsible 
Government office. Even respected, dogged, veteran 
newsmen are swept up in the secrecy rites when 
they cross over into Government. Indeed, they are 
almost the first to embrace the insidious institution 
of the not-for-attribution comment or the for-back- 
ground-only press conference in which official 
pronouncements are ascribed, by prior agreement, 
to ghostly non-people, variously identified as 
“official sources” or “high authorities.” 

The idea is to protect the official, or the U.S. 
Government from whatever repercussions there 
might be if what is said turns out to be wrong or 
indiscreet or insulting. Perhaps out of some primi- 
tive herd instinct, the press is an uncomfortable, 
but willing accomplice to a practice which began 
innocently enough as a device for disseminating 
information and insights for which Government 
officials did not wish to be held strictly responsible, 
but has been increasingly abused as it has been 
increasingly used. 

Some day, one can only hope, it will become 
apparent that the service performed by this system, 
to the participants, is outweighed by the disservice 
it does the public, and the system will either break 
down, or be reformed. 

Meantime, there is fresh and comforting evidence 
that the Government’s secrecy rites do not cast a 
permanent spell, even upon their most ardent 
practitioners. Exhibit A is a recent speech by 
McGeorge Bundy, whose passion for anonymity as 
a White House aide to two Presidents over the 
space of four years was only exceeded by the elo- 
quence and lucidity with which he held forth— not 
for attribution — in explanation and advocacy of 
official policy. Now on the outside peering in, as 
President of the Ford Foundation, Mr. Bundy is 
finding the background shell game almost impos- 
I sible to follow and his indignation is profound. 
Under the system, he complained the other day, 
“editors always know, the Government usually 
knows, and the public very seldom knows what’s 
going on.” 

Now a newspaperman, former White House 
Press Secretary Bill D. Moyers, is equally disturbed, 
“the tendency to use background stories without 
attribution leaves the reader confused about the 
source and therefore about the credibility of the 
information,” said the man for whom the phrase 
“on background” was almost a refrain — the man, 
indeed, who used to “interview” the President 
faithfully at the end of the year and relay to the 
press a summary view of the world for attribution 
to “highest authority.” 

The remarks of Messrs. Bundy and Moyers de- 
serve the applause of every right-thinking news- 
paperman. Because both men are prime candidates 
for another tour of service “at the highest level” 
some day, their speeches also deserve to be care- 
fully placed on file. 



